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Hugo Chavez took the oath of office Feb. 2 to become Venezuela's ninth elected president in 41
years of democracy. Within hours, he issued a decree calling for a Constituent Assembly, angering
some members of Congress who said the decree is unconstitutional. "I swear in front of my people,
on this dying Constitution, that I will push forward the democratic transformations that are
necessary so that the new republic will have an adequate Magna Carta for the times," Chavez said at
the swearing-in ceremony.
The 44-year-old Chavez assumed the presidency from 83- year-old Rafael Caldera (1969-1974 and
1994-1999), who was Latin America's oldest head of state. Shortly after taking office in 1994, Caldera
pardoned Chavez, who was in prison for a 1992 attempted coup against Carlos Andres Perez.
The only surviving member of the group credited with creating Venezuelan democracy, Caldera left
office angry at his successor's plans to radically change that democracy. "I believe that as children of
the land of Bolivar we know through experience what liberty is worth, what it means to lose it, and
what it costs to regain it," said Caldera in his farewell address to Congress. "And it is not trivial to
repeat that to heal the ills of democracy takes more and better democracy."

President has troublesome ties to military
While the majority of Venezuelans, especially the poor, joyously celebrated Chavez's inauguration,
some are uneasy. In an article in El Universal newspaper, Colombian Nobel laureate Gabriel Garcia
Marquez said, after a long conversation with Chavez, he left wondering whether the new president
would become the savior of his nation or "just another despot." The concern of those who are
uneasy was heightened when Foreign Minister Jose Vicente Rangel recently suggested the Chavez
administration could become a "civilian-military" regime. Chavez replaced the heads of all branches
of the military and named Raul Salazar, a respected general who has the support of all sectors of the
armed forces, as defense minister.
Two days after his inauguration, Chavez celebrated the seventh anniversary of his failed coup
attempt. He announced that coup participants will be reinstated in the military, and he called for a
new role for the armed forces in civic projects ranging from road-building to fighting disease and
running farms. The reincorporation of coup members was criticized by the opposition as a move to
"legalize" coups and as a drain on the state budget, since the reinstated military could demand back
pay and retirement benefits. Chavez signs decree for Constituent Assembly Chavez's campaign
centered on the need for a new constitution and on his promise to overhaul the country's corrupt
political system (see NotiSur, 12/18/98).
The advocacy group for clean government Transparency International rates Venezuela the ninthmost corrupt country in the world. Within hours of taking office, Chavez signed a decree calling
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on electoral authorities to convoke the referendum regarding support for a Constituent Assembly.
The decree took Congress by surprise. At issue is whether Congress or the president will convoke
the assembly, which has wide support, and thus reap the political rewards (see NotiSur, 01/29/99).
Carlos Canache, president of Accion Democratica (AD), filed a lawsuit with the Corte Suprema de
Justicia (CSJ), alleging that Chavez's decree is unconstitutional and illegal. Chavez said he is not
concerned about the charges. "What does it matter to us if the decree calling for the Constituent
Assembly doesn't comply with this law or that legalism or the Constitution?" he asked. "People are
clamoring for change. This isn't a legal problem, it's a political problem."
Alberto Franceschi, a legislator for the opposition Proyecto Venezuela, said Chavez was showing "a
disdain for the law that is beginning to become worrisome." He added, "We could be on a slippery
slope here toward militarization of the country or toward authoritarianism." The decree signed
by Chavez sets two questions for the referendum. The first asks voters if they want to convoke
a Constituent Assembly "to transform the state and create a new legal order" that would allow
effective participatory democracy. The second asks voters to authorize the president, once he has
heard "the opinion of political, social and economic sectors," to determine how elections for the
assembly will be held.
Critics fear the assembly, which could dissolve Congress, will concentrate too much power
in Chavez's hands. "We haven't elected a monarch, we've elected a president, and he has
constitutional limits on his power," said Teodoro Petkoff, who was planning minister until this week.
"Why is he asking us for a blank check?" Chavez faces other formidable challenges Latin America's
fourth-largest economy contracted 0.7% in 1998, and economists say it will shrink by at least double
that this year.
As the world's second-largest exporter of crude, Venezuela has been severely hit by the worst drop
in oil prices in more than a decade. Inflation runs at about 30%, and the fiscal deficit is estimated at
9% of GDP. "The president is going to receive more of a disaster than a crisis," said Ali Rodriguez,
the new Energy Minister. On Feb. 9, Chavez announced a 20% increase in the minimum wage for
public employees, effective May 1. He also said he will ask Congress for special powers to deal with
"urgent" social and economic problems.
The Ley Habilitante, as the authorization is called, would allow Chavez to impose a bankingtransaction tax, reform the income tax, change the luxury tax to a value-added tax (impuesto al valor
agregado, IVA), and launch an all-out effort to stop tax evasion. Before leaving Caracas to attend the
G-15 summit in Jamaica, Chavez invited foreign and domestic investors to participate in Venezuela's
"National Economic Development Plan" and said they will have legal protection and guarantees,
especially in plans to create chemical and gas company projects independent of the state-own oil
company Petroleos de Venezuela (PDVSA). Chavez has vowed to rein in the PDVSA, which, he said,
operates like "a state within in state."

Chavez finalizes Cabinet appointments
Chavez finished his Cabinet appointments before he took office. They include: - Foreign Relations:
Jose Vicente Rangel - Interior and Justice: Luis Miquilena - Defense: Gen. Raul Salazar - Secretariat
of the Presidency: Alfredo Pena - Finance: Maritza Izaguirre - Planning: Jorge Giordani - Industry
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and Commerce: Gustavo Marquez Marin - Infrastructure: Luis Reyes - Education: Hector Navarro
- Health: Gilberto Rodriguez Ochoa - Agriculture: Alejandro Riera Zubillaga - Social Development:
Leopoldo Puchi - Energy and Mines: Ali Rodriguez Araque - Environment: Atala Uriana Uriana, a
member of the Wayuu indigenous group, a sociologist and well-known indigenous leader, is the
first Indian ever appointed to a government post.
"For the first time, a president considers us important. Since the arrival of the Spaniards to these
lands, we have been ignored," said Uriana. "Appointing us to such an important position is a great
recognition of Indian people." She said she would urge ratification of laws to protect Indian people
and revocation of others that are harmful, including the controversial Imataca decree that authorizes
mining in the Imataca Reserve. [Sources: El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 01/30/99; The New York Times,
02/02/99, 02/04/99; Clarin (Argentina), 02/04/99; The Miami Herald, 02/02/99, 02/05/99, 02/06/99;
Inter Press Service, 02/05/99, 02/08/99; Notimex, 01/28/99, 02/03/99, 02/06/99, 02/09/99; Spanish news
service EFE, 02/03/99, 02/06/99, 02/08/99, 02/09/99; Associated Press, 02/02/99, 02/04/99, 02/09/99,
02/10/99; VENews, 02/10/99]
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